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Abstract: Community schools have recently (re)emerged in the United States as a vital, 
comprehensive strategy for addressing poverty-related barriers to children's school learning. 
However, not all low-income school communities are endowed with the resources needed to launch 
a comprehensive array of school-based/linked services and programs. In this article, the authors 
describe a place-based model for school improvement for low-income school communities where 
formal and fiscal resources are in short-supply. Framed by two best-practice interventions from 
the youth development and family support literatures, the authors identify five "high leverage" 
improvement mechanisms that social workers, educators, and parents can collaboratively target to 
affect change. These improvement mechanisms, together with the interventions they implicate, can 
help community school efforts provide a more powerful, engagement-focused reach into students' 
peer, family, and community ecologies. 

Keywords: community schools; collective parent engagement; teaching personal and social responsibility; 
university-assisted community schools; community collaboration; interprofessional collaboration 


1. Introduction 

How should schools serving large numbers of low-income children go about engaging their 
parents? What out-of-school-time resources and supports are needed to support the social, educational, 
and learning needs of low-income children and the schools that serve them? How might educators, 
social workers, and parents work together to address poverty-related barriers to children's school 
learning and overall healthy development? How might they combat social isolation and exclusion 
dynamics at school and in the community? 

This Special Issue on place-based partnerships and new school designs offers several complex 
and compelling models for addressing these important questions. These models range from 
well-established efforts to implement comprehensive and integrative school-based learning support 
programs in the United States [1] to more broad, ecologically-driven and systems-oriented efforts in the 
UK that connect the work of schools and community agencies to policy makers and other networked 
government arrangements [2]. 
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These models are vital for the field because they provide a unique combination of theoretically 
sound, practice-driven, and policy-relevant insight into how schools might be re-designed and / or 
re-purposed to support the needs of all economically poor students and families. At the same time, the 
very comprehensiveness of these models pose special challenges for school communities that lack the 
resources needed to develop, launch, and sustain such broad-based systems of care. Indeed, for the 
most resource challenged school-communities in the United States and elsewhere, the question is 
not whether more comprehensive efforts and supports are needed, necessary, or desirable, because 
they are. Instead, the more immediate and pressing question is how to best leverage the efforts of the 
school's one social worker, the community's one child welfare officer or eligibility worker, and the 
neighborhood's one non-governmental family service agency in support of the hundreds (or even 
thousands) of vulnerable children and families living in the community? 

The place-based and university-assisted school-community improvement model described in 
this article is an attempt to address this quandary of how to go about affecting systemic issues like 
poverty and concentrated disadvantage without the formal, institutional resources needed to do so. 
Our programmatic response to this paradoxical challenge is to engage social workers, educators, 
university students and faculty, as well as community parents in the co-design of activities aimed 
to enhance the peer, family, and community ecologies of elementary school students (grades K-6). 
We pursue this particular model and approach with due recognition that solving problems like 
poverty and its correlates requires much more than an isolated series of school-based programs 
and services; they demand a comprehensive and coordinated policy response [1,3]. However, until 
such time that policy supports and conditions present themselves throughout the United States and 
elsewhere, children, youth, families, schools, communities, and the professionals that serve them need 
a place to start. 

Our intent in this article then is to map the theoretical and empirical warrants of a resource 
generative, place-based model for addressing the social, cultural, educational and developmental needs 
of low-income, elementary school-aged children and their families. In so doing, we hope to contribute 
to the on-going scholarly conversation about how to best tailor and "place" school-community 
initiatives in ways that support the needs of the most vulnerable children and families, living in 
the most vulnerable and challenging places. 

Our discussion begins with a brief, theoretical rationale for our particular model and the 
accompanying improvement mechanisms that are targeted by it. Next, we introduce the primary 
components and resources associated with our effort to develop and implement a university-assisted, 
place-based model for enhancing students' peer, family, and community ecologies. From there, 
we introduce the methods and procedures used to promote the research, development, and dissemination 
of the effort. We conclude with select implications for policy makers, university-assisted community 
schools, as well as related school-community collaborations. 

2. Identifying Improvement Targets for School-Community Development 

For the past several decades, most educational research, policy, and practice in the United 
States has focused on improving student achievement by way of enhancing the school's instructional 
core [4]. In most low-income school communities in the United States, this strict emphasis on 
instructional improvement has been evident in the significant practice and policy investments schools 
and state departments of education have made in the following areas (see also [5]): (a) developing 
and implementing curricula that support college and career readiness; (b) enhancing school, teacher, 
and district capacity for data-driven decision making; and (c) administering rigid student testing and 
teacher accountability protocols. 

Unfortunately, despite nearly 25 years of local, state, and federal investment in these improvement 
priorities and accountability structures, student achievement has largely not improved [6]. In fact, 
recent evidence suggests that student achievement in the United States has actually declined in 
tandem with the implementation of these policies. For instance, the most recent data from the 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) indicates that 4th, 8th, and 12th graders in the 
United States have lost ground in math in the past two years, while reading scores have, in the main, 
declined since the early 1990's [7]. Moreover, while students at the top of the income distribution 
have experienced slight increases in academic achievement since the previous administration of NAEP 
in 2013, students in the bottom quartile of family income in the USA are faring significantly worse 
academically than they were just two years ago (ibid). The immediate implication that follows is that a 
focus on enhancing classroom instruction alone may be quite insufficient for improving educational 
outcomes for the majority of low-income children in the United States [8]. 

Of course, researchers have long documented the need for educational interventions to extend 
beyond the classroom and the school. This body of research has consistently shown that less than 15% 
of the variance in students' academic achievement outcomes are typically explained by school-related 
factors [9-11]. This curious and persistent finding highlights on-going needs for scholars to identify 
those malleable, extra school-related factors that carry the most consequence for enhancing students' 
educational outcomes. 

2.1. Applying the Pareto Principle to School-Community Improvement 

One of the more popular axioms from the economics literature is the Pareto Principle. 
This principle stipulates that 80% of the causes of a particular outcome typically stem from 20% 
of the factors. Although researchers have not formally applied the Pareto Principle's to the study 
of children's achievement outcomes, Pareto's axiom serves as an important planning heuristic for 
school communities that lack the resources needed to launch a comprehensive array of wrap-around 
programs and services. For these resource-limited places, the key planning directive is to identify 
a discrete number of theoretically sound, high-leverage practices or drivers (i.e., the 20% of inputs) 
that, when properly activated, may stimulate outcome improvements for vulnerable children, youth, 
and families. 

Our search for these high leverage intervention targets / drivers began by consulting the research 
literature as well as own prior experiences as practitioners and interventionists. Because our interest 
resided in identifying how children's school outcomes could be improved by extra-school forces, 
factors, and actors, our literature search proceeded with a social-ecological framework (i.e., [12]). 
This framework depicts students' engagement experiences and overall achievement trajectories as the 
complex result of interactions between and among their school, family, peer, and community ecologies. 

Our review commenced with studies that enabled us to better understand the dynamics included 
within each of these ecological influences and settings (e.g., [13,14]). It concluded with research that 
afforded an understanding for how these settings might be positively synchronized/harmonized 
through intervention (e.g., [15]). Ultimately, our review of the research literature, coupled with 
our group dialogues, helped us identify five primary improvement mechanisms or drivers which 
helped frame our present work. These drivers were identified as salient for our particular model 
because they represent a potential set of high-leverage, malleable factors that can be impacted by 
place-based initiatives with limited fiscal resources. A graphic depiction of these factors and their 
presumed relationship to the development of children's school, peer, family, and community ecologies 
is provided for readers in Figure 1 . 
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Intervention/Improvement 

Target 



Mechanism for Change and 
Improvement 


Children's School Experiences and 
Ecologies 


♦ 



Student Preparedness to Complete 
Day-to-Day School Work 



Positive Engagement Dispositions 
and Mindsets 


Enhancing Children's Peer Collective Student Engagement 

Experiences and Ecologies | n Formal and Informal Activity 


▼ 

Enhancing Children's Family and Neighborhood Collective Efficacy 

Community Experiences and for Children 

Ecologies 


♦ 


Enhancing Relationships and 


Positive Institutional Climates and 

Connections Across Ecological 
Spheres of Influences 


Cultures 


Figure 1. Hypothesized Mechanisms for Enhancing Students' School, Peer, Family, 

and Community Ecologies. 

2.2. Mapping Primary Improvement Drivers and Patlnvays 

As evident in Figure 1, the first improvement driver in our model centers on students' preparedness 
to complete their day-to-day work in the classroom. This driver was prioritized for the present work 
because research consistently identifies students' past-present academic standing as a leading predictor 
of their short- and long-term welfare in school [16]. In brief, because students who get behind tend to 
stay behind, finding culturally responsive ways to improve students' academic skills and competencies 
is a central priority for our work (e.g., [17]). 

The second improvement driver encompasses students' perceptions of their social and academic 
competence, confidence, efficacy, and overall school-related identities [18]. Here, our work targets 
the development of two primary research-based concepts. The first such concept is a student 
engagement disposition, i.e., students' generalized orientation to engage (or not) in school and community 
life [19-21]. This engagement disposition concept is important for intervention planning because it 
encompasses students' sense of valuing and belonging toward school as well as their perceptions 
of the "will, skill, and thrill" they bring to academic studies and to the school environment overall 
(see also, [22]). Mirroring key aspects of self-determination theory [23], research indicates that students 
who develop "positive" engagement dispositions characterized by school valuing, competence, 
relatedness, and an overall enjoyment of school and academic work tend to have better grades, 
lower drop-out rates, and higher chances for enrollment in a four-year college or university [20]. 

One way that schools can help students develop positive dispositions is to target a second 
research-based concept. This concept is Carol Dweck's and David Yaeger's notion of mindsets. 
Students' academic mindsets are important for school-community improvement efforts because 
research shows that students' who view academic intelligence and/or ability as fixed (i.e., those that 
have "fixed mindsets") tend to fare significantly worse academically than students who believe that 
intelligence and ability are amenable to change (i.e., those that have "growth mindsets"; see [24]). 
Moreover, because student mindsets have been shown to be malleable to intervention, we view them 
as useful tools for helping students develop the academic dispositions they often need to complete 
high school and successfully pursue post-secondary careers [25]. 
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2.2.1. Extending the Lens of Improvement to Students' Peer, Family, and Community Ecologies 

The third primary driver in our model centers on students' peer group affiliations and the impact 
they have on children's academic achievement and social development. Peer groups represent an 
important action target in our model because research indicates that they often mediate the relationship 
between student engagement/motivation and children's academic outcomes [26]. What this finding 
means in practical terms is as follows: A student's individual motivations, dispositions, and mindsets 
will generally yield positive dividends for academic achievement only when their surrounding peer 
group has similarly positive views toward academics and school overall (see also, [27]). Accordingly, 
our model is designed to capitalize on the potential socializing power that might accompany the 
collective engagement of student peer groups [12]. 

The fourth primary driver targeted in our model centers on enhancing the quality of social 
relationships between low-income parents/families, schools, and other health and human service 
agencies in the community. This driver is targeted as a means of fostering a school-community climate 
and culture that can harmonize and synchronize children's school, peer, family, and community 
resources. Unfortunately, in many low-income school communities in the United States, the quality 
of these relationships is often poor [28-30], and these strained relationships have been shown to 
negatively impact the quality of children's school experiences, their educational aspirations, as well as 
their academic outcomes [31]. For all such reasons, finding ways to systematically break down social 
and cultural barriers between low-income families, schools, and other helping institutions is critical for 
supporting children's educational welfare and social development. Reducing these barriers—both real 
and perceived—is also critical for helping school and community parents learn how to best maximize 
the social, health, housing, and financial resources available in their community [32]. 

The fifth and final primary driver in our model centers on the development of place-based 
collective efficacy for children. Collective efficacy is an important social construct for improvement 
models like ours because it helps to account for positive child, parent, and social outcomes, including 
enhancements to children's health, improved cognitive functioning, decreased crime and delinquency, 
better birth outcomes, and improvements in school outcomes [33]. 

Essentially, collective efficacy refers to the extent to which community residents intervene on 
behalf of children's welfare [33]. Residential communities with high collective efficacy have special, 
important features. Above all, parents and other adults are observant and active. They notice what 
children do and do not do, and they take action when troubles arise at home, school, and in the 
community. They thus help to prevent undesirable outcomes at the same time they help create 
conditions for desirable ones. 

In contrast, when place-based collective efficacy is low, parents and other adults may not be aware 
of children's needs and problems. Even if they are, they are not likely to take action. When this pattern 
prevails, educators, community health and social service professionals and others are on their own in 
their work with children and youth. Lacking the assistance, supports, and resources that parents and 
other adults provide, professionals' work is more challenging because children bring their learning 
and developmental barriers to school. 

Framed in this way, the construct of social capital [34] represents an important heuristic for 
understanding and building collective efficacy. It refers to the resources embedded in social networks 
that allow people to gain access to needed social supports and resources (e.g., informational, financial, 
educational). Three indicators-as-measures of social capital help to explain place-based collective 
efficacy for children. 

The first is shared norms for children, especially norms shared by parents, other local residents, 
educators, other professionals and civic leaders [34]. These shared norms are associated with the 
positive meaning of social control. Prosocial norms, widely shared and enforced, facilitate desirable 
social control because they help to prevent deviant, problematic behavior [33]. 

The second social capital feature is intergenerational closure [34], which refers to the extent to 
which parents know the parents of their children's friends and classmates [29]. Intergenerational 
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closure is important aspect of social capital because, when activated, it facilitates parent-to-parent 
communications and family-to-family networks. Research suggests that when this kind of 
intergenerational closure is "high" in communities, parents regularly have the opportunity to observe 
their children in different situations, talk with other parents about their children's actions and behaviors, 
and share responsibility for the implementation of collective norms for how their children can and 
should behave at home, at school, and in the community. 

The third indicator of a community's social capital for collective efficacy is reciprocated exchange, 
which refers to the quality of interactions that occur between individuals and their families. 
Whereas intergenerational closure refers to the extent to which parents and their children know each 
other by face or name, reciprocated exchange is used to evaluate whether these social relationships 
facilitate the exchange of needed social supports, assistance, and resources (e.g., material, information, 
and social; [33]). 

This important idea of reciprocated exchange illuminates the distinction between structural social 
capital and functional social capital [35]. Structural social capital refers the quality and character of 
parent, family, and resident network ties. Functional social capital refers to the capacity of networks to 
provide its members with needed resources. Social capital resources in service of collective efficacy 
become functional when individuals (e.g., children, parents) and entire families draw on them. It is 
this transition—from structural to functional social capital—that we aimed to develop through our 
approach to place-based and university-assisted school-community improvement. 

3. Introducing the University-assisted, Place-based Model 

The TOPS model is a university-school-community partnership effort that has been 
developed between the authors' host university, a local elementary school and school district, 
and a neighborhood-based service agency bearing a similar name (i.e., Tuscaloosa's One Place). 
The effort is funded by a two-year seed grant of 75,000 US Dollars (per annum) that was awarded to the 
authors from their home university. The model was designed to serve elementary school children and 
their parents, with a particular eye toward fostering the development of the five primary improvement 
drivers identified in the previous section. 

The school-community targeted by the effort is a low-income, predominately African American 
community that is challenged by high rates of unemployment as well as on-going social exclusion 
dynamics that follow a long history of racial segregation that remains largely in place today. In 2011, 
the community was largely decimated by a large tornado, which destroyed most of the housing and 
foliage in the community, as well as the elementary school targeted by the effort. The school re-opened 
two years ago and now serves nearly 450 students, 87% of which qualify for free or reduced lunch. 
Academically, the school ranks below the 30th percentile in student test scores in the state. 

For the past several years, the school has partnered with a local, non-governmental family service 
agency named TOP (Tusacloosa's One Place) which receives money from the US Department of 
Education for afterschool programming, including required transportation (busing) from the school to 
children's homes. The TOP agency's staffing is limited, consisting of a handful of program coordinators 
who help buttress the agency's limited human resources by supervising social work interns drawn from 
the local university. Overall, the TOP agency represents the lone formal source of community-based 
support services in the community, as local and state taxes are not sufficient to support even a modest 
array of community-based health and human services programs. 

Mindful of these fiscal constraints and the limitations they pose for the development and scale-up 
of the effort, the TOPS staffing structure was designed to leverage as many low-cost human resources 
as possible. Two resource development/allocation strategies were especially salient in this regard. 
First, we used our grant funding to provide matching funds for the school and the TOP agency so 
that they could invest in personnel who could supervise pre-service and in-service graduate and 
undergraduate students. Second, we worked with the degree coordinators from our university to 
ensure that student time and work on the project would count toward their respective degree and 
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licensure requirements. The result of these efforts is that, each semester, the project serves as the 
primary work site for two master's level social work (MSW) interns (who each work 32 hours a week 
on the project) as well as 15 undergraduate pre-service physical education students that complete 
required early field experiences working on the effort. Moreover, as we detail in the following section, 
the work of the pre-service social workers and physical education teachers is buttressed by the work 
of community parents who are paid a weekly stipend for their participation in the effort. All in all, 
including supervision costs, our staffing and funding structure allows us to secure the part time 
services of nearly 25 people from the university, school, and neighborhood community for around 
60,000 US dollars. 

3.1. Introducing the Model's Primary Interventions 

Although our staffing structure enables us to secure the resources of multiple pre-service and 
in-service professionals, our reliance on university students makes consistent staff turn-over an 
inescapable reality. In light of this challenge, we realized early in the planning process that, in order to 
reduce the cognitive load placed on staff and students, the program needed to be structured as simply 
as possible and within a limited range of interventions. We therefore narrowed our program design to 
focus on two particular "best practice" models that, when properly implemented, have the potential to 
successfully impact the five primary improvement drivers identified earlier in the paper. 

The first such best practice model selected is a sport-based youth development model called 
Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR; [36,37]) that we implemented to augment the school's 
existing efforts to support students in need of remediation. The second best practice model is a social 
work assisted family support and community development strategy called collective parent engagement 
(CPE; [38,39]). Both approaches target the development of students' peer, family, and community 
ecologies during out-of-school time. A brief description of each intervention follows. 

3.1.1. Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility 

The youth development component of the TOPS model is a school-based effort designed to 
support the engagement of about 20% of the elementary school's children. Students are referred to 
the program by the school's emergent leadership team based on the following criteria: (a) student 
risk of academic difficulty (i.e., being one grade level behind in reading); (b) student risk of behavioral 
difficulty (i.e., receiving an out-of-school suspension); and (c) student risk of truancy and attendance 
problems (i.e., student missed 3 or more days of school during any month of the school year). Students 
who experience multiple risks are given top priority for admission into this voluntary program. 

The afterschool program runs for 90 minutes following the normal school day. As a part of 
the program design, students are divided equally (based on grade level) into two groups or cohorts. 
Each student group then takes turns participating in two 45-minute "blocks" of programmatic activity. 

The first block of afterschool activity focuses on first improvement driver (i.e., student 
preparedness to complete their day-to-day academic work). This part of the program is facilitated by 
a school teacher who receives partial funding from the program's university seed grant. The efforts 
of this schoolteacher are further supplemented by students from the local university who volunteer 
as tutors with the TOP family service agency. Throughout this 45-minute block, students receive 
homework support individually and in peer groups from university tutors. Students in the most-need 
of academic support are provided with individualized academic support from the supervising teacher. 

The second block of afterschool time includes activities that follow the TPSR approach. 
This component of the afterschool program is facilitated by pre-service physical education teachers who 
work under the tutelage of a grant-funded doctoral student from the authors' university. Consistent 
with the TPSR approach [36,40], all TOPS afterschool activities emphasize the development of 
five primary competences in project children: (1) Respect for self, others, and one's environment; 
(2) Participation, effort, and self-motivation; (3) Self-directed learning and goal setting; (4) Leadership, 
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caring, and helping others; and (5) Transfer of the previous four goals into other areas of their life, 
including their families, their community, as well as the classroom [37]. 

In order to facilitate the development of these competencies, each TPSR lesson is structured to 
include the following points of emphasis [36]. The first involves relationship time. Here, the pre-service 
PE teachers engage students in informal dialogues that are designed to create affective attachments 
between and among students and teachers. Next, each student instructor initiates an awareness talk 
with students. These awareness talks allow students to understand how the personal and social 
responsibility focus will be integrated into the lesson. Following these dialogues, students engage 
in the daily lesson focus, which includes skill development and physical activity, with an intentional 
emphasis on building individual and collective responsibility toward work, life, and family pursuits. 
Toward the end of the lesson, the instructor leads a group debriefing session to discuss the day's lesson 
as it relates to skill development and responsibility, as well as how each skill learned might transfer 
to other contexts and settings. Then, before dismissal, students are provided a dedicated time for 
individualized reflection on how they might use the current lesson to help them achieve individual and 
collective goals. 

Significantly, research on this TPSR approach supports its effectiveness in helping youth take 
leadership roles, set meaningful goals, and develop prosocial behavior [41,42]. Research also indicates 
that the competencies gained by children through TPSR may transfer to other areas of their lives, 
including school and community environments [43,44]. For instance, in a recent study, Hemphill 
and Richards [45] found that student engagement in an afterschool TPSR-based program was 
related to improvements in children's behavior in school and community settings as well as their 
academic performance. 

3.1.2. Collective Parent Engagement 

The second component of the TOPS model is CPE, a social work assisted approach to family 
support. This CPE approach has been developed and field-tested in low-income communities in Florida 
and California. Pilot research on these CPE efforts indicates that it can be successfully implemented and 
adapted to meet the needs of low-income communities with large populations of Latino immigrants as 
well as African American families [38,39,46]. 

This CPE approach is unique in that it proceeds beyond conventional "parent involvement" 
strategies that aim to recruit individual parents to volunteer in service of the school. In contrast, 
the goal of CPE is to recruit, train, and organize groups (or collectives) of parents to design and run 
programs that can support the economic, social, health, and educational needs of parents—not only at 
school—but also in the neighborhood community (see also, [30]). Recent research on CPE has linked 
the intervention to enhancements in some of the key improvement drivers targeted by the TOPS 
effort, including neighborhood collective efficacy, child well-being, as well as children's academic 
achievement [38,39,47]. 

In the TOPS model, CPE is facilitated by two MSW interns who work 32 h a week at the school 
site. The work of these interns is further supplemented by a grant-funded adjunct field instructor who 
is trained by the article's second author. Together, these social workers work to engage parents in 
home, school, and neighborhood settings. 

As a general rule, CPE includes three primary design phases [48]. The first design phase is 
the "individual parent engagement phase". It includes the following activities: (a) Door-to-door 
outreach to the homes of parents who have children engaged in the TPSR component of the project; 
(b) A collaborative decision-making/needs assessment process, called the Nominal Group Technique, 
that allows parents to individually and collectively identify and prioritize the barriers and constraints 
that limit the educational development and social welfare of children and families in the community; 
and (c) A 40-hour Outreach Training course that focuses on four standard modules (community 
outreach; communication; family assessment and family interviewing; and agency referral). 
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The second design phase of CPE includes project activities that target the development of the 
parent collective. Throughout this "collective development" phase, project social workers provide 
parents with additional training and resources, including a weekly stipend for their on-going 
engagement and participation. These resources are provided so that parents may collectively design 
and implement programs that meet their own conceptions of the barriers/challenges that exist in their 
school and neighborhood community. This "user-centered" feature of the project is important as it 
allows the effort to be uniquely grounded or "placed" in each community in which it is implemented. 

Examples of programs developed by parents in previous CPE efforts include: (a) a Referral and 
Information Network that helped parents complete paperwork and enrollment applications for local, 
state, and federal assistance programs; (b) a Home Visitation program that enabled CPE parents to take 
lead roles in solving solve public health issues like a school-wide Lice outbreak, as well as chronic 
truancy problems at school; (c) a Community Dollar Store run by parents that sold convenience items, 
health items (e.g., toothpaste, dish soap, laundry detergent), and (limited) fresh fruits and vegetables 
for a dollar per item, thereby reducing family needs to choose between food and health-related items; 
and (d) an Assets Exchange Program where parents provided training and services to other parents 
based on their own individual and family talents (see also [48]). Examples of the training and services 
provided from parents to others included cooking, hairstyling, household and budget management, 
sewing, cosmetology, as well as dance classes and fitness training. 

The third design phase of CPE centers on the development of a school-community collaborative. 
This collaborative is intended to promote family access and use of neighborhood services and resources. 
When effectively implemented, past versions of these collaboratives have helped to facilitate significant 
shifts in service design and delivery [38,39,49]. 

One such shift is social service professionals' transition from a strict expert, solo service provider 
role to a more flexible, bottom-up, and collaborative approach that builds on family strengths and 
leverages parent guidance and leadership. When professionals engage with parents around their 
assessments about how services and resources can be re-arranged or re-allocated, important policy 
(and practice) changes and developments were documented at prior CPE intervention sites [38]. 
Examples of these developments have included the creation and ratification of a Client Bill of Rights for 
the treatment of low-income families in county agencies, the installation of traffic lights and crosswalks 
in the community that were dangerous for children, the provision of educational (English, Early 
Education), social (alcohol and drug), and health services at locations and times that were convenient 
for the community (often at the school), as well as the creation of a parent-run, not-for-profit agency 
and childcare center. 

Important in their own right, when these policy-oriented efforts are combined with the informal 
supports and linkage mechanisms provided by parents, more sustainable and "anchoring" support 
systems are created in the community [50,51]. These anchoring supports are significant because they 
have been shown to create both social capital and collective efficacy in the community, including 
"vertical" bridging and linking relationships between families and social institutions, as well as 
important "horizontal" linkages between schools and health and human service agencies [38,39]. 

4. Methods Used for Research and On-Going Improvement Planning 

The TOPS model was designed to be researched and developed by way of an iterative 
research methodology called Improvement Science [25]. Improvement Science is an analogue of 
the Design-Based Implementation Research (DBIR) movement of education and engineering [52], 
and the Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) approach of public health, social work, 
and education (e.g., [53,54]). Like CBPR, Improvement Science blurs traditional boundaries between 
researchers and their "research subjects" (i.e., research participants, clients, or community partners). 
These boundaries are blurred so that scholars can co-engage with practitioners and parents in the 
design and development of research that: (a) generates a more ecologically grounded view of the 
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problems facing communities; and (b) helps communities gain insight into the helping practices that 
can help address their most pressing needs, problems, and challenges (see also [55,56]). 

Framed in this way. Improvement Science allows researchers and practitioners to integrate 
research and evaluation directly into the overall design and delivery of community services. 
By integrating data collection and analysis activity directly into program development activity, helping 
professionals and community partners are provided with meaningful opportunities to develop the 
knowledge and wherewithal they need to improve their programs, practices, and services in "real 
time" [57]. As they learn to improve, the conditions for better helping practices and outcomes are 
created, together with a road map for achieving them reliably at scale. 

4.1. Primary Data Collection Activities and Procedures 

Consistent with the emergent methodology of Improvement Science, our data collection and 
analysis activities were designed to be integrated into the fabric of each program development activity 
sponsored by the effort. To assist with this continuous quality improvement effort, we developed a 
couple of basic planning tools. The first such tool, presented here as Table 1, helps explicate relations 
between the program's primary interventions, improvement targets, and relevant indicators/measures 
of program progress. The second tool. Figure 2, maps the effort's current "theory of improvement" by 
way of a planning/evaluation called a "driver diagram". 

A driver diagram is a tool that allows improvement scientists to monitor the efficacy of their work 
relative to a particular outcome or aim. It is designed to reflect a process of "backward mapping". 
Each driver diagram begins with a brief statement about the desired outcome or aim targeted by 
the effort. This statement is typically featured on the far left of the diagram. The key change ideas 
(i.e., program services and inputs) then are typically presented on the far right hand side of the figure. 

The key mediating mechanisms or "drivers" targeted by the effort are featured centrally in the 
middle of the diagram. This positioning reflects the working proposition that the relationship between 
a program's services and outcomes will prove positive if, and only if, the program's services can 
successfully impact its targeted drivers. As such, the underlying logic or theory embedded in a driver 
diagram flows unconventionally from right to left: The program's "key change ideas" are developed 
to activate the mechanisms (i.e., secondary drivers) that can impact the norms, structures or processes 
(i.e., primary drivers) that carry the greatest potential for enacting and exacting change [25]. 

Table 1 . Map of Program Interventions, Activities, Drivers, and Measures. 


Intervention 

Programmatic Activity 

Targeted Drivers 

Measures and Indictators 


Academic Support 
and Enrichment 

Student Preparedness to 
Complete Academic Work 

Weekly Logs of Student Progress By 
Classroom Teacher (i.e., Prepared, 

Needs Support, Not Prepared) 

Youth-Focused After 
School Programming 

Teaching Youth Personal 

Productive Student 
Engagement Dispositions 

Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale 
(Improvement in Student Scores across 
Sub-domains) 


Responsibility (TPSR) 

Positive and 
School-Supportive Peer 
Networks 

Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale 
(Improvement in Peer Group Scores 
across Sub-Domains) 


Parent Training 

Positive and Productive 

School Climate and Culture 

Empowerment Outcomes Assessment 

Collective Parent 
Engagement 

Parent Guided and 

Run Programs 

Neighborhood Self Efficacy 

Neighborhood Social Cohesion 


Community 

Collaboration 

Neighborhood Self Efficacy 
Positive School-Community 
Climiate 

Modified Social Cohesion Scale for 

School and Community Professionals 
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Primary Drivers Secondary Drivers Key Change Ideas 



Develop Early Warning 
and Rapid Response 
Teams 


Provide Technical and 
Emotional Support for 
Student Progress 


TPSR/Monthly Student- 
Guided and -Run 
Enrichment Activities 

I 

TPSR programming 


Parent-Guided and Run 
Referral and Information 
Programs 



Figure 2. Driver Diagram of TOPS Model. 


As depicted in our driver diagram, the primary aim of the TOPS effort is to increase the percent of 
students who leave elementary school with the social, psychological, and cognitive competencies/skills 
they need to successfully make the transition to middle school. Currently, the school's test scores 
indicate that about 40% of the student body is achieving this benchmark. Our aim is to increase 
this percentage to 80% over a five year period. Our theory is that by doubling the percentage of 
"middle school ready" students we can create the conditions for more enduring and successful learning 
experiences for students in middle school, high school, and beyond. 

In order to provide a safeguard against test fatigue and to decrease the cognitive load placed on 
project staff and interns, our data collection plan is designed to be as unobtrusive as possible. For this 
reason, our analysis of our first primary improvement driver—student preparedness—is facilitated by 
the bi-weekly academic progress reports filed by school staff, namely the student's homeroom teacher. 
Our progress relative to the second and third improvement drivers is analyzed by way of survey data, 
namely the Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale-2 (BERS-2). 

The BERS-2 is a multi-modal assessment system with excellent psychometric properties [58]. 
It measures child behavior from three perspectives: the child (Youth Rating Scale), the parent (Parent 
Rating Scale), and the teacher (Teacher Rating Scale). The BERS-2 measures several aspects of a child's 
strengths, including their interpersonal strength (which aids in the understanding of how peer groups 
are being developed), involvement with family, intrapersonal strength, school functioning, affective 
strength, and career strength. In order to minimize the burden of continuous data collection on 
students, teachers, and the school overall, only parents and the TPSR student teacher who works with 
the student complete the BERS-2 scale each month. Each child and their homeroom teacher complete 
the scale four times a year (October, January, March, and May); we intentionally avoid administering 
surveys within two weeks of formal testing. 

In order to monitor progress relative to the CPE component of the effort, we administer surveys to 
project and community parents up to three times during the academic year. We track progress relative 
to our fourth driver by administering the Empowerment Outcomes Assessment to CPE parents [59]. 
This 25-item survey captures parents' perceptions of their individual, interpersonal (group). 
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and socio-political (e.g., their ability to access and influence community services) empowerment. 
We then monitor the development of social capital and collective efficacy in the community by 
administering the Perceived Neighborhood Social Cohesion Scale at school-community events [60] 
(which we also administer in a modified form to the school-community collaborative. This latter 
instrument utilizes a 7-point Likert scale to indicate the degree to which respondents endorse the 
following four items: "I really feel part of this area", "Most people in this area can be trusted", "If you 
were in trouble, there are lots of people in this area who would help you", and "Most people in this 
area are friendly". 

Results from all aforementioned assessments are provided to parents (and school-community 
stakeholders) so that they can learn to evaluate the effectiveness of their own programs, including 
whether parents' programs sufficiently address the barriers they identify during assessment, 
and ultimately, whether they help to enhance desired outcomes at the school and in the community. 
When the data indicate needs to change or modify parents' programs and services, parents are 
supported by project social workers to modify and evaluate their own practices and strategies through 
the 90 day plan-do-study-act cycles highlighted in the Improvement Science research methodology [57], 
In this way, data collection and analysis forms a feedback loop through which the current program 
structure is consistently evaluated, critiqued, and changed. 

5. Limitations and Conclusions 

This Special Issue of Education Sciences features developing exemplars for place-based partnerships 
and new school designs that address poverty, social exclusion, and social isolation. The TOPS model 
and approach described in this paper represents a "first generation" [31] place-based approach for 
marshalling school, family, community, and university resources in support of students' school, family, 
peer, and community ecologies (see also [50]). Our effort to create a resource-generative, place-based 
approach was purposeful because the effort resides in a US State that has a tax base and tax structure 
that inhibits the development of the kinds of comprehensive efforts featured in this Special Issue 
(e.g., [2]). As a consequence, in order to facilitate scale-up in similar school communities in our state, 
our pilot effort needed to be developed and launched with limited fiscal resources. 

Although prior research and development on the model's two primary interventions provides 
optimism that we can achieve at least some of our aims, there are several important limitations 
associated with the effort that merit discussion. To begin, while the model is designed to impact key 
drivers of student and family experience in and around schools, there is no explicit mechanism in our 
program design that allows us to substantively alter what goes on inside classrooms during the school 
day. Consequently, while other models in this issue hold promise for facilitating the development of 
"new school designs", the effort described here might be best characterized as an approach that is best 
positioned simply to make existing school practices (and designs) work better. 

A second key design limitation associated with our model relates to its scope of targeting only one 
elementary school and one neighborhood community. Although we have plans to extend the model 
to other parts of the school district in the months and years to come, students who "graduate" from 
the project's elementary school nonetheless portend to enter middle school without the same kinds of 
resources that have supported them previously. For this reason, vertically-directed community-school 
designs should be viewed as inherently superior to the more singular, stand-alone approach described 
in this article. 

Despite these limitations, the TOPS model appears to offer university-assisted, school-community 
partnerships with a low-cost, theoretically sound, and place-based approach for addressing some 
of the key social-ecological barriers to student learning, engagement, and overall school success. 
In this respect, universities and professional schools can take stock of the alternative field placements 
created for pre-service teachers and social workers through this model, as well as the opportunities 
for inter-professional learning, training, and scale-up that accompany these alternative arrangements. 
Of course, all of these ideas stand merely as possibilities until such time that the effort is mature 
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enough to undergo formal testing and evaluation. In the meantime, to the extent that this article helps 

to inform the development of similarly low-cost, university-assisted, place-based helping strategies, 

it will have achieved its primary purpose. 
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